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Organizational Learning Ability in the Context of Advanced IT Adoption
Kennis Y. L. Wong
Matthew K. O. Lee
Department of Information Systems
City University of Hong Kong
Abstract
Information technology (IT) can help organizations achieve competitive advantages. Yet many organizations
are slow to adopt IT. To explain this phenomenon a line of research has arisen, identifying the relationship
between the perceived attributes of an IT and its adoption by organizations (Rogers, 1995). In particular,
these perceived attributes have been found to influence the adoption rate directly. However, these perceived
attributes alone are not sufficient to predict the adoption rate of IT in organizations. Attewell (1992) has
pointed out that organizational learning ability is another important but often neglected factor predicting
adoption. However, this hypothesis needs to be tested with empirical data. Unfortunately, there is no reliable
and validated instrument available in the literature for measuring organizational learning (OL) ability in the
context of IT adoption. The task of constructing such an instrument is made more difficult due to the fact that
OL is a complex and abstract phenomenon most likely embodying multiple dimensions. Without first
establishing the underlying dimensions of this phenomenon, it would be difficult to come up with a valid
instrument to measure OL ability. Drawing from the OL literature, much of it is qualitative, and based on a
process view of OL, this paper analyses the OL concept and proposes a few plausible underlying dimensions
for OL ability. These dimensions are: awareness, accessibility, compatibility, codifiability and adaptability.
The paper contributes to a better understanding of the OL concept and provides some clues to the construction
of an instrument for measuring OL ability.

Introduction
With the increasing influence of user managers on organizations in IT adoption decisions, it has led researchers to focus on
studying the factors influencing user managers’ decision on IT adoption. The perception of user managers on an innovation (such
as IT) has been found to be influential in the adoption decision. Measuring such a perception is a classic issue in the innovation
diffusion literature and a key for integrating various findings within diffusion research (Tornatzky and Klein, 1982). One of
the most well established lines of research in this area is one reported by Rogers (1995), who, in a survey of several thousand
innovation studies, has identified five characteristics of an innovation which affect the rate of innovation adoption. They are
relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, observability and trialability.
In spite of the importance of perceived innovation characteristics in diffusion research, several researchers have questioned
the usefulness of current theories of innovation diffusion for understanding the spread of complex new technologies within
organizations. They have called for new perspectives better suited to understanding the dissemination of these technologies
(Eveland and Tornatzky, 1990). According to Attewell’s framework, the burden of OL surrounding complex technologies
creates a “knowledge barrier” that inhibits diffusion (Attewell, 1992). Attewell suggests that many organizations will defer
adoption until knowledge barriers have been sufficiently lowered. However, organizations having sufficient ability in OL should
be better potential adopters, even in face of high knowledge barriers. Drawing from the OL literature, and based on a process
view of OL, this paper proposes five basic dimensions underpinning the concept of organizational learning ability.

Organizational Learning
Rapidly evolving technology, diminishing natural resources, increasing global competition, and a more diverse work force
are the changes in the business environment nowadays. During times of change, an organisation’s response to the changes is the
crucial determinant of its effectiveness (Bennis, 1974). The concept of OL is attracting increasing interest as business
environments globally become more competitive and turbulent these days. A good OL ability enables quicker and more effective
responses to a complex and dynamic environment (Grantham 1993, Joan 1994, Dogson, 1993).
In view of the importance of OL for organizations to survive, sustain competitive advantage and promote innovation, Landry
(1992) points out that OL is essential for innovation to succeed. In this information age, IT adoption represents a common type
of innovation. It seems clear that OL is a critical aspect of innovation and OL ability as perceived by managers may well
influence an organization in deciding whether or not to adopt an innovation in the first place. If the perceived OL ability of an
organization is low, the organization may be more reluctant to adopt an innovation for fear of failure.
Basing on an information-processing paradigm, Huber (1991) states that OL occurs “if through its processing of information,
the range of its potential behaviours is changed”. Within a systems perspective, organisational learning can be considered as a
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‘process’. He has also suggested four integrally linked sub-processes (information acquisition, information distribution,
information interpretation and organizational memory) as fundamental to the OL process. According to Dodgson (1993), OL
occurs when an organizational knowledge base, competence and routines are created, and the knowledge bases are created by
acquiring, storing, interpreting and manipulating information within and outside organisations. In other words, the four subprocesses suggested by Huber can build up the knowledge base of an organization through its information processing which will
in turn affect the potential behaviour of the organization.

Dimensions of Organisational Learning Ability
In the previous section, it has been mentioned that the OL process is mainly composed of four sub-processes: information
acquisition, information dissemination, information interpretation and organizational memory. The effectiveness of the OL
process is therefore indicative of the ability of an organization to learn. We suggest that there are five dimensions underpinning
OL process efficiency and effectiveness, and these dimensions also underlie the concept of OL ability. These dimensions are:
awareness, accessibility, compatibility, codifiability and adaptability.
The effectiveness of each of the four OL sub-processes is to some extent determined by the degree of awareness of each
sub-process to relevant information and resources. An effective information acquisition sub-process will be well aware of the
availability of suitable information and resources from outside and inside the organization to satisfy organizational needs. An
effective information distribution sub-process will be well aware of the available means to distribute the information to the target
organizational units. An effective information interpretation sub-process will be well aware of the availability of translation
facilities, organizational intelligence and frame of reference. An effective organizational memory sub-process will be well aware
of whether or not, and where if available, to store the relevant organizational information.
Awareness of the existence of information and resources is not sufficient to enable their utilisation. If the relevant
information and resources are not accessible, they cannot benefit the OL sub-processes. Therefore, both awareness and
accessibility should be considered separately in assessing OL process effectiveness. An effective OL process will have good
access to the available information and resources needed by each OL sub-process. Having good access implies that there is
already an established pattern for reaching and getting into the information and resources required.
Compatibility is the degree to which an OL sub-process is perceived as consistent with the existing values, past experiences,
and needs of organisations. An effective OL process should also ensure the compatibility of information flowing through it so
as to smooth out the overall flow of information along the OL sub-processes. For an effective information acquisition subprocess, irrelevant information can be filtered to increase its certainty. The acquired information may need to be modified to
enable successful transmission in the existing distribution channels for effective information dissemination. An effective
interpretation requires conversion of the relevant information to an understandable form within the appropriate frame of
reference. Information can be retrieved effectively from organizational memory with high integrity, so integrity should be
ensured in integration of new information.
Codifiability is the extent to which the OL sub-processes are able to encode the relevant information flowing through them
so as to achieve a high degree of task effectiveness. For instance, the information acquisition sub-process should encode the
available information (which is to be captured) into a form suitable for the organizational system. Then, the encoded
information may need to be converted into a transferable form before dissemination to increase the transmission rate and
minimize distortion when passing through the dissemination channels. To obtain an effective interpretation, information should
be prepared in a form corresponding to the suitable frame of reference. Regardless of system types, for the effective keeping
of hard data or soft information in the organizational memory, each should have a distinct, codified storage form to ensure that
knowledge after conversion can be stored in the corresponding “storage bins” within the organization.
Adaptability is the extent to which the OL sub-processes can continuously adjust themselves to maintain optimal
performance. Since both the external environments and the internal organizational needs and structures keep changing, effective
OL sub-processes must also be able to make continuous adaptations. An effective information acquisition sub-process will be
able to recognize the constantly changing needs of the organization, and to adapt itself in order to decide the most appropriate
means for capturing and distributing the information. For the information interpretation sub-process, deciding (adaptively) the
best frame of reference according to the situation (which keeps changing) will contribute to the effectiveness of the interpretation
made. Finally, maintaining information persistence within the organizational memory so as to adapt to the changing environment
will require regular refreshing and manipulating of information in the organizational memory.

Conclusions and Discussion
This paper explores the complex concept of OL ability and suggests 5 plausible underlying dimensions for this concept.
These dimensions are: awareness, accessibility, compatibility, codifiability and adaptability. They provide useful initial guidance
in our search for the underlying dimensionality of this concept through exploratory factor analysis, which is in progress at the
moment. Subsequent research will entail the validation of the dimensions through confirmatory factor analysis using an
instrument developed on the basis of the dimensions identified in the exploratory factor analysis. The ultimate objective of this
research is to achieve a validated instrument for the measurement of this complex concept of OL ability in the context of IT
adoption.
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